Jonah Chapter 4:  Running ahead of God
 

Introduction:  A carefully worded question can be very instructive to the person to whom it is addressed.  I knew a non-Christian woman up North, whose 5 year old daughter asked her, "Mommy, does God know that you don't believe in Him?"  It seems that in Scripture, God also uses this technique to make people wrestle with the state of their hearts.  God asked questions of Adam and Even, such as "Where are you?  Who told you that you were naked?  Have you eaten from the tree that I told you not to eat from?  What is this you have done?" (see Genesis 3:9, 11, 13).  God also aksed Cain after he had murdered his brother Able, "Where is your brother Able?  What have you done?" (see Genesis 4:9-10)  Jesus asked Judas, His betrayer, "Are you betraying the son of man with a kiss?" (see Luke 22:48)

 

Transition:  Similarly, in the book of Jonah, God asks Jonah questions to teach him the some valuable lessons.  Read chapter 4, and then let us focus on the 3 questions God asks in verses 4, 9, and 11.  Through these questions, God teaches Jonah that 1.  God is always right.  2.  We must beware of our anger.  3.  We must remember how merciful God is.

 

I.  God is always right:  God asks Jonah in verse 4, "Is it right for you to be angry?"  Literally it says "Do you have a right to be angry?"  He is challenging Jonah to evaluate for himself whether he is right, or God is right.  Jonah and God are looking at the same situation, but in very different ways.  All of Nineveh has repented and been spared from God's judgment!  God is overjoyed at the effectiveness of Jonah's preaching to these Assyrians, but Jonah is angry because he would rather have seen them destroyed.  It is as though God is saying to Jonah, "Which one of us is seeing this the right way?"  Jonah did not like that question, so he left the city and created a shelter for himself out in the desert.  In doing this, he committed a serious error.

     Jonah was wrong to abandon his mission.  God never told Jonah to leave.  After Nineveh repented, he should have stayed and taught these people more about his God.  He should have been to Nineveh what John Calvin was to Geneva during the reformation.  The town of Geneva was licentious, violent, depraived and immoral.  The town council even tried switching from Roman Catholic laws to Protestant laws, but nothing changed.  But when John Calvin came to town he started teaching the Bible, and as more and more people came to faith in Christ, the town was gradually being transformed.  Orphanages were created for the street urchins (homeless children).  Places of 'hospitality', hospitals, were created.  The taverns were closed down, or their hours were dramatically reduced.  Geneva became a wonderful place to live because John Calvin did not do hit-and-run evangelism.  He patiently taught the bible,  and taught his pupils to teach and create more teachers.  In short, he did not, like Jonah build himself a safe shelter some distance away but rather ministered to the population in their midst.  Likewise, we should all recognize that "proximity implies responsibility".  We are responsible to minister to the people of this community.

 

II.  Beware of your anger:  In verse 9, God asks Jonah if it is right for him to be angry about a plant.  God had made a vine with large leaves grow up over Jonah's shelter to give him some shade and comfort.  This pleased Jonah, because something was in it for him.  Yet just as God caused the plant to grow, God also caused a worm to chew at the root of the vine so it withered, and he commanded a hot dessert wind to blow.  Jonah became angry again and yet he describes God as being slow to anger (verse 2).  The question about whether he has a right to be angry about a plant should make us all think.  The entire town of Nineveh as destined for hell's destruction...arguably half a million souls going to hell, and he is angry about a plant withering!  What bothers you most?  A loved one who may not go to heaven because they have rejected Christ, or a scratch on your new car?

 

III.  Remember that God is merciful:  He asks Jonah in verse 11, "Should I not be concerned about that great city?"  God describes them as people who do not know their left hand from their right.  The picture is referencing being lost in the realm of the spirit.  When it comes to spiritual things, the lost are just that...lost.  They do not know which way to turn, so they end up directionless, spinning in circles.  God is trying to give Jonah a sense of perspective.  "Jonah, I know you hate the Assyrians.  I know they have been violent and hateful murderers.  But you have lost perspective.  Half a million souls created in my image are more important to me than a plant.  

     The best way to understand the wideness of God's love and mercy is the outstretched arms of Jesus.  

 

Conclusion:  Allow me to ask some penetrating questions to challenge you to consider your spiritual condition.  Do you know your right from your left spiritually?  Have you accepted Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior?  Have you accepted Christ, or are you currently rejecting Chirst?  Do you know if you are going to heaven or hell?  Do you know for certain that you have been forgiven?  Do you fret more over inconveniences and irritations, or over your family and friends that do not know Jesus?

